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ON THE CLASSIFICATION OF THE LONGIPENNES. 
By R. W. Shufeldt. 

Few groups of birds there are that have received a greater 
amount of attention at the hands of comparative morpholo- 
gists than the one I here consider as the Longipennes. 

Considered apart from related ones, the suborder is fairly 
well circumscribed, and structurall}', very surely a most homo- 
geneous collection of bird-forms. It is abundantly represented 
in the United States avifauna, and here, as in nearly all other 
parts of the world, consists chiefly of the Gulls and Terns, the 
Skuas and Jaegers, and the Black Skimmer of the family 
Ehynchopidee. We have the Skuas represented by but one 
species, Megalestris skua; and there are three Jaegers of the 
genus Stercorarius. There are upward of thirty Gulls referred 
to the genera Gavia, Bissa, Larus (20 species), Rhodostethia, 
and Xema, and about seventeen Terns, which are referred to 
the four genera Gelochelidon, Sterna (13 species), Hydrochelidon, 
and Anous. 

Among the earlier classifiers of the Laridse, we find P. Bruch 
and C. L. Bonaparte, the former being the author of two 
celebrated papers 1 , and the latter of another which appeared 
between the times of their publication 2 . The confusing and 

'Bruch, P., Monographische Uebersicht der Gattung Larus Lin. J. f. O., i, 1853, 
pp. 96-108, pi. ii, iii. 

Ibid. Revision der Gattung Larus Lin. J. f. O., iii, 1855, pp. 273-293, pll. IV, V. 

2 Bonaparte, C. L., Notes sur les Larides. Naumannia, IV, 1854, pp. 209-219. 
Of these two exploits Coues says in his Ornithological Bibliography, "It may be 
remarked, in fine, of this article [Bonaparte's], that it is worse than worthless, being 
pernicious. It is ostensibly a review of Bruch's paper of 1853 [supra] ; this being 
itself a very incompetent performance, confusion is here worse confounded by Bona- 
parte's criticisms and "rectifications." It seems to have had, among other undesira- 
ble results, the effect of setting Bruch at the business anew, as appears by thelatter's 
paper of 1855, [above cited]. The two authors together made as complete a muddle 
as can be found in ornithology; woe to the confiding student who trusts either of 
t'lem — Crede experto ! Bruch and Bonaparte are " Scylla and Charybdis of Gull 
literature." (p. 1001.) 
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misleading statments made in these three memoirs were 
subsequently to a large extent, eradicated by the excellent 
labors of Coues which appeared a few years after them, — 
although Coues, as he himself admits, suffered from the 
reliance he placed in their observations. 3 

But we are more interested in those works wherein the 
taxonomy of the Longipennes is based largely upon the struc- 
ture of the various species, and this Dr. Coues gave us later in 
his " Birds of the Northwest, " a very solid contribution to the 
subject. 4 Here a very thorough study was made of the 
Gulls, Terns, Skimmers and others. His final classification, 
however, appeared ten years later, or in 1884 5 and stood thus : 

SUB FAMILIES. 

|" Lestridinfe. 
ORDER. SUB-ORDER. FAMILY. ] Larinje. 

Longipennes. Gavise. Larida;. ] SterniiiEe. 

[ Rhynchopinte. 

Other Laridists have also ably treated the group and we 
can here but refer the student to the works of Nitzsch, Huxley, 
Schlegel, Blasius, Saunders, and Sclater and Salvin, bringing 
us down to the year 1880. Of these Huxley's work is deserving 
of especial mention, 6 and he upon certain structural characters 
placed the Gulls and their allies in his group " Cecomorphte, " 
remarking that " This group contains the Laridse (Longipennes 
Nitzsch), the Procellariidee, the Colymbidse, and the Alcidse." 
(p. 458). As a knowledge of the morphology of a number of 
these families became extended, this classification has been 
very much modified and altered. For instance, Alfred Newton 
in the 9th edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica under the 
article gull (v. xi, p. 274) says, "The Family Larida3 is 
composed of two chief groups, Larinee and Sterninie — the Gulls 

3 Coues, E., Revision of the Gulls (Larina:) of North America; based upon 
specimens in the Museum of the Smithsonian Institution. Proc. Acad. Nat. Sci. 
Phila., XIV, 1862, pp. 291-312. Also a review of the Terns (Steminse) of North 
America. Proc. Acad. Nat. Sci. Phila. XIV, 1862, pp. 535-559. 

4 Coues, E., Monograph of the North American LaridEe, 1874, pp. 587-715. 
5 Coues, E., Key to North American Birds, 1884, p. 732. 

6 Huxley, Thomas H., On the Classification of Birds ; and on the Taxonomic 
Value of ihe Modifications of certain of the Cranial Bones observable in that Class. 
P. Z. S. 1867, pp. 415-472. 
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and Terns, though two other sub-families are frequently 
counted, the Skuas (Stercorariinse), and that formed by the 
single genus Rhynchops, the Skimmers ; but there seems no 
strong reason why the former should not be referred to the 
Larinse and the latter to the Sterninse. " Without being 
especially a classificatory work, W. K. Parker has given us some 
valuable researches on the development of the skull of Gavia 
ridibunda that has materially furthered our knowledge of the 
structure of the Gulls. 

In the Check List of the American Orinthologists' Union, 
(1886, p. 84) we find the Longipennes divided into the three 
families Stercorariidse, (2) Laridse and the (3) Rhyncopidse, — 
the second group being again sub-divided into the two sub- 
families, (1) the Larinse to contain the Gulls, and (2) the 
Sterninse to contain the Terns. 

Finally, I have examined the classifications of Stejneger, 
Cope, and more particularly the one proposed by Fiirbringer, 
and that distinguished ornithologist presents us with the 
following arrangement 7 :— (p. ! 566.) 
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His order Charadriornithes, is also made to include the Im. 
S. 0. Gruiformes and the Im. S. 0. Ralliformes, but we are 
not especially concerned with them here. Among the most 
recent classification we find that of Doctor Sharpe ; and the 
Longipennes correspond to his Lariformes s , thus : — 





' SUB-ORDER. 




SUB FAMILIES. 


~A a 




FAMILIES. 


f Larinae ■ 


o 


Lari. \1. 

1 J2- 


Stercorariidre. 


-J Sterninte 


O -J 


Larida?. 


( Rhynchopinse 



'Fiirbringer, Max, Untersuchungen Zur Morphologic und Systematik der Vogel, 
Amsterdam, 1888. 

8 Sharpe, R. Bowdler, A review of Recent Attempts to Classify Birds. (An 
address delivered before the 2d Intern. Ornilh. Cong., on the 18th of May, 1891.) 
Budapest, 1891. A most valuable contribulion lo scientific ornithology, and of great 
aid to all workers. 
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and he places his Lariformes between his Alciformes and 
Charadriiformes. (p. 72.) 

My own cabinet contains numerous skeletons of Longipen- 
nine birds, and, thanks to the U. S. National Museum, I have 
had the opportunity of examining very many more. 

Recently I have gone thoroughly over this material and 
written out full descriptions of the characters presented on 
the part of our American Longipennes, and chiefly from 
osteological data it would seem to me that the following classi- 
fications can be sustained as being probably the most natural 
one. 

SUB-ORDER. FAMILIES. SOB-FAMILIES. 

f f Larinse. 

I LARIME. < „ 

LONGIPENNES. -! l aiermnse 

[_ RHYNCHOPID^. 

So far as our American Laridse are concerned, and it is fair 
to presume that the fact obtains elsewhere in the world, we 
observe that certain genera among the Gulls almost insensibly 
approach in their structure and merge into certain genera of 
Terns. Xema sabinii is closely related to such a species as 
Sterna paradissea, while Gelochelidon comes near some of the 
heavier built Larinie. 

I am of the opinion that the Skuas and Jaegers (Stercora- 
riidx, stand between the Laridee and the Rhynchopidse, being 
more nearly related to the first named than they are to the 
Skimmers. Indeed it would seem that the family Rhynchop- 
idse is more remotely related to either of the other two 
families of the Longipennes, than has heretofore generally 
been supposed. Rhynchops I have shown in a memoir that I 
have sent to the Journal of Anatomy (Lond.) for publication, 
is, in some of its osteological characters notably in the skull, 
the vetebral . chain; and pelvis, not very unlike the fossil 
cretaceous bird Ichthyornis, and this is a very remarkable 
fact. 

Through the Laridse of the present SUB ORDER, the Longi- 
pennes are found to be not so very distantly connected with the 
Alcse, the genus Una among the Auks standing between 
certain Gulls and the more ancient types, such as Plautus and 
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Alca. Huxley has already shown that in another direction 
" the Gulls grade insensibly into the Procellariidse " (P. Z. S. 
1867, p. 445), and it is now generally admitted that through 
an easy gradation, the osteological characters of a Gull or 
Tern, pass into those of the Plovers and their allies among the 
Idmicolse. 

Beyond the Plovers, we are led on the one hand to the Rails 
through the Otididse, the Cranes, the Rhinochetidse, and the 
Psophiidse, while on the other, through other branches we 
find the Plovers linked by Hemipodius with the Gallinse. 



